have more land in the program than any other state-had been planted with native species rather than exotics, according to Peter Lesica, conservation chair of the Montana Native Plant Society.
NRCS staff admit that exotic plantings are a problem, but they contend that new policies reward farmers who plant native grasses. Since 1995, applications for the highly competitive CRP contracts have been scored according to an "environmental benefit index" that rates factors such as water quality, erosion control, and planting native species. Farmers who plant invasive species are less likely to win a contract. "Some environmentalists haven't caught on to the fact that things have changed," says Mike Anderson, national wildlife biologist for NRCS in Washington, DC. But according to a September 1999 letter sent to Sen. Max Baucus (D-MT) by representatives of nine conservation organizations in Montana, "invasive exotics are still frequently planted, even when less invasive species are available."
An even bigger problem may be sodbusting. "You drive down any road in the Dakotas and you can see native grasses being converted to tillage agriculture," says Carl Madsen, FWS private lands coordinator in South Dakota. In many cases, Madsen says, sodbusting is carried out by landowners who are also enrolled in CRP. In a report on cropland in the state, Madsen found that while 1.8 million acres of cropland were retired through CRP from 1985 to 1995, native prairie continued to be plowed up. "After 10 years of CRP...cropland acres have increased by about 708,000," Madsen wrote.
In fact, there is nothing to prevent a farmer from putting his cropland into grasslands to receive CRP payments and at the same time breaking up native prairie for new cropland to receive federal crop subsidies. "I can't deny that [sodbusting] is happening," says Glenn Patrick, conservation specialist for the Farm Services Agency in Montana, which manages the program. "Producers can get better production off land that hasn't been plowed before. But as far as putting all their land in CRP and then breaking up native range, that's exaggerated." Nationally, Anderson says, sodbusting is not a big problem. But conservationists point out that in most states the native prairie has already been destroyed, making it even more important to preserve what little remains. "When I look at grasslands, I see a whole community of species that is as rich and diverse as an old-growth forest-plants that are hundreds of years old and have a complex relationship with the soil and the microorganisms in the soil," Madsen says. These plant communities support a wealth of wildlife.
But advocates for the prairie say there is little appreciation in Washington, DC, for this valuable ecosystem. Beyond amending CRP to prohibit non-native plantings and sodbusting, a new program aimed at preserving the prairie ecosystem may be called for. "We have incentive programs within USDA to protect wetlands and floodplains and riparian areas," Stutzman says. "Why not prairie?"
One step in that direction is a bill introduced by Sen. Tom Harkin (D-IA), which would establish a Conservation Security Program to give incentive payments for comprehensive conservation practices. Congress will address this and other proposed changes in the farm bill later in 2000. Farm Bill Environmental Program May Threaten Native Prairie Habitat
